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Lawmakers object to 
double-digit raises 
for NCDOT workers 


BY DAN KANE AND DAVID RAYNOR 
dkane@newsobserver.com 
draynor@newsobserver.com 


In the past four months, near- 
ly 5,300 NCDOT employees 
have received double-digit rais- 
es as high as 65 percent under a 
state budget provision that state 
lawmakers say the department 
has misinterpreted. 

That special provision in the 
2018 budget gave the North 


Carolina Department of Trans- 
portation flexibility to boost 
employee salaries that a study 
found were no longer compet- 
itive. But three budget writers 
say NCDOT leaders wrongly 
assumed the provision meant 
they could spend $152 million 
on the upgrades over two years. 
The lawmakers say they only 
intended to make roughly $35 
million available. 

Three budget chairmen - 
former Rep. Nelson Dollar, Rep. 


Linda Johnson and Sen. Brent 
Jackson - said the NCDOT was 
supposed to take only 2 percent 
of payroll expenses, which are 
roughly $700 million, as op- 
posed to 2 percent of the rough- 
ly $3.75 billion equaling the 
state appropriation for highway 
funds. 

So far, NCDOT has spent 
nearly $30 million on pay hikes 
for 7,000 employees. The an- 
nual cost of the increases given 
so far is $55 million. The in- 


creases began at the end of last 
year, pay data regularly collect- 
ed by The News & Observer 
shows. 

Now, lawmakers might dial 
back the spending. 


$20,000 RAISES 

While the majority of the 
double-digit raises are in the 10 
to 29 percent range, more than 
500 of them are higher, 
NCDOT pay data shows: 

e Real-property agents saw 
raises of as much as 63 percent, 
as some went from roughly 
$32,500 to nearly $53,000. 

e Seven ferry operations man- 
agers’ pay soared by more than 
half from the low $40,000 
range to nearly $64,000. 

e Two entry-level engineers 
making just over $49,000 be- 
gan pulling down $71,000 sala- 
ries, a 45 percent increase. 

More than 200 employees 
saw pay increases of $20,000 


SEE RAISES, 3A 
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Special counsel Robert Mueller leaves St. John’s Episcopal Church, across from the White House, after attending services Sunday in 
Washington. Mueller closed his long and contentious Russia investigation with no new charges, ending the probe. 


AG: Mueller finds no 
coordination with Russia 


BY ERIC TUCKER, 
MICHAEL BALSAMO, CHAD DAY 
AND JULIE PACE 


Associated Press 


WASHINGTON 

Special counsel Robert 
Mueller did not find evidence 
that President Donald Trump’s 
campaign “conspired or coor- 
dinated” with Russia to influ- 
ence the 2016 presidential elec- 
tion but reached no conclusion 
on whether Trump obstructed 
justice, Attorney General Wil- 
liam Barr declared Sunday. That 
brought a hearty claim of vindi- 
cation from Trump but set the 
stage for new rounds of political 
and legal fighting. 

Trump cheered the outcome 
but also laid bare his resent- 
ment after two years of investi- 
gations that have shadowed his 
administration. “It’s a shame 
that our country has had to go 
through this. To be honest, it’s a 
shame that your president has 
had to go through this,” he 
complained. 

Democrats pointed out that 
Mueller found evidence for and 


66 


ATTORNEY GENERAL BARR’S LETTER RAISES AS 
MANY QUESTIONS AS IT ANSWERS. 


House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate Minority Leader Chuck 


Schumer said in a statement 


against obstruction and de- 
manded to see his full report. 
They insisted that even the 
summary by the president’s 
attorney general hardly put him 
in the clear. 

Mueller’s conclusions, sum- 
marized by Barr in a four-page 
letter to Congress, represented 
a victory for Trump on a key 
question that has hung over his 
presidency from the start: Did 
his campaign work with Russia 
to defeat Democrat Hillary 
Clinton? That was further good 
news for the president on top of 
the Justice Department’s earlier 
announcement that Mueller had 
wrapped his investigation with- 
out new indictments. 

The resolution also could 


deflate the hopes of Democrats 
in Congress and on the 2020 
campaign trail that incrimi- 
nating findings from Mueller 
would hobble the president’s 
agenda and re-election bid. 

But while Mueller was cate- 
gorical in ruling out criminal 
collusion, he was far more cir- 
cumspect on presidential ob- 
struction of justice. Despite 
Trump’s claim of total exoner- 
ation, Mueller did not draw a 
conclusion one way or the other 
on whether he sought to stifle 
the Russia investigation through 
his actions including the firing 
of former FBI director James 
Comey. 

According to Barr’s summary, 
Mueller set out “evidence on 


both sides of the question” and 
stated that “while this report 
does not conclude the president 
committed a crime, it also does 
not exonerate him.” 

Yet Barr, who was nominated 
by Trump in December, and 
Deputy Attorney General Rod 
Rosenstein, who appointed 
Mueller in May 2017 and over- 
saw much of his work, went 
further in Trump’s favor. 

The attorney general said he 
and Rosenstein had determined 
that Mueller’s evidence was 
insufficient to prove in court 
that Trump had committed 
obstruction of justice to hamper 
the probe. Barr has previously 
voiced a broad view of presi- 
dential powers, and in an unso- 
licited memo last June he cast 
doubt on whether the president 
could have obstructed justice 
through acts that he was legally 
empowered to take. 

Barr said their decision was 
based on the evidence uncov- 
ered by Mueller and not affect- 
ed by Justice Department legal 
opinions that say a sitting presi- 
dent cannot be indicted. 

Mueller’s team examined a 
series of actions by the presi- 
dent in the last two years to 
determine if he intended ob- 
struction. Those include his 
firing of Comey one week be- 
fore Mueller’s appointment, his 


SEE REPORT, 3A 
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Thyroid 
cancers in 
S. Iredell 


baffle 
officials 


BY BRUCE HENDERSON 
bhenderson@charlotteobserver.com 


MOORESVILLE 

Investigations into a baf- 
fling number of thyroid can- 
cers in southern Iredell Coun- 
ty are picking up momentum, 
even as answers so far elude 
researchers. 

Some of the state’s top 
health and environment offi- 
cials, legislators and scientists 
from Duke University and 
UNC Chapel Hill met Thurs- 
day night with local physi- 
cians to brief them on ongo- 
ing research. The officials 
announced formation of an 
advisory panel of state and 
national experts. 

Duke researchers said they 
will dig deeper into two po- 
tential sources of ionizing 
radiation, the only environ- 
mental source clearly linked 
to thyroid cancer: radon, a 
naturally-occurring radio- 
active gas, and coal ash, 
which can contain radioactive 
elements and is stored near- 
by. 

Occurrences of papillary 
thyroid cancer, the most com- 
mon form, are rising globally 
and in North Carolina since 
the mid-1990s, said a N.C. 
Department of Health and 
Human Services report 
released in January. But 
between 2005 and 2009, the 
rate in Iredell County rose 
significantly higher than in 
the state as a whole. Two 
southern Iredell zip codes — 
28115 and 28117 — had still 
higher cancer rates. 

While 11.6 cancer cases 
were diagnosed for every 
100,000 people statewide 
between 2012 and 2016, 
Iredell’s rate was 21.8 cases. 
Southeastern and southwest- 
ern Iredell, in turn, had high- 
er rates than the overall coun- 
ty rate. 

Eleven other counties also 
reported thyroid cancers 
above the state rate, including 
Rowan and Cabarrus near 
Iredell County. Another ap- 
parent hot spot is in the Cape 
Fear region near Wilmington. 

Scientists are rarely able to 
pinpoint environmental 
sources of cancer. The dis- 
ease may appear only years 
after an exposure, and people 
have often moved from place 
to place in that time. Specific 
forms may afflict relatively 
few people, complicating the 
work. 

“To be in a situation where 
people are getting sick and 
there are no ready answers, 
it’s hard,” Dr. Elizabeth Til- 
son, the state health director, 
told the gathered physicians. 
State health officials got in- 
volved in 2017 at the request 
of the Iredell County Health 
Department. 

Radiation is the only known 
environmental source clearly 
linked to thyroid cancer, 
DHHS said, but some re- 
search suggests that chem- 
icals in flame retardants, 
benzene, nitrates and some 
pesticides might also be asso- 
ciated with the disease. 

Duke researchers reported 


SEE CANCER, 2A 
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